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HIS SERIES OF OCCASIONAL PAPERS REFLECTS THE CONVICTION of AAC&U that, as the

name states, we are witnessing The Academy in Transition. Change presents difficul-

ties and opportunities for both individuals and institutions. For some, confusion, frus-
tration, and fear cloud efforts to understand and gain control over events. For others, change is
energizing, presenting opportunities and calling forth creative responses. Still others find com-
peting calls for change—conflicting agendas advocated by different individuals and organiza-
tions and uncertainty about the results of alternative courses of action—reason for continuing
with practices that have worked in the past. The purposes of this series are to analyze changes
taking place in key areas of undergraduate education and to provide “road maps” about the
directions and destinations of the changing academy. Although we may still be on an uncertain
journey, having a map increases the chances that we get to where we want to go, and it reduces
the ambiguity.

During transitions, it is important to retain central values, even as forms and structures that
have supported those values may have to be adapted to new circumstances. For instance, we are
convinced that a contemporary understanding of liberal education is a sound vision for a high
quality baccalaureate education, even as some of its meanings and practices may be altered. As
the titles in this series suggest, we envision that a high quality education emphasizes connections
between academic disciplines, prizes general education as central to an educated person, and
includes global and cross-cultural knowledge and perspectives. Collectively, these essays point to
a more purposeful, robust, and efficient academy that is now in the process of being created.

AAC&U encourages faculty members, academic leaders, and all those who care about the
future of our colleges and universities to use these papers as a point of departure for their own
analyses of the directions of educational change. We hope these essays will encourage academics
to think broadly and creatively about the educational communities we inherit, and, by our con-

tributions, the educational communities we want to create.
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These essays can be useful in a number of ways.

m  They can provide the basis for important conversations among campus groups interested in
enhancing international education, exploring connections between domestic diversity and

intercultural perspectives, and encouraging interdisciplinary studies, for example.

m  They can help members of particular committees, such as those reviewing general educa-

tion, to quickly get an overview of national trends and issues.

m  They can help to launch conversations with members of the Board of Trustees or with com-

munity leaders about important educational issues and programs.

m  They can provide campus leaders with useful language and conceptual schemes, drawn from

both theory and practice.

I would be interested in hearing from readers about how these essays have been used, the
value they provided, and suggestions for improving future issues. Thoughts abour topics and

suggestions for possible authors are particularly welcome.

Jerry G. Gaff, Series Editor



Foreword
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NSTITUTIONAL DIVERSITY IS ONE OF THE DISTINGUISHING CHARACTERISTICS of American

higher education. Across the United States, there exists a tremendous variety of colleges and

universities: public and private institutions, liberal arts colleges, women’s colleges,
Historically Black Colleges and Universities, Hispanic-serving institutions, tribal colleges, and
community colleges. Among these very different institutions, specialized accrediting agencies,
licensing bodies, and professional societies have attempted to bring curricular coherence to the
major, while the individual institutions themselves have responded to calls for degree integrity
through seemingly endless debates about general education distribution requirements and peri-
odic accreditation self studies.

Intra-institutional attempts to bring coherence to the curriculum do not have much meaning
in an environment in which students are increasingly mobile, transferring between institutions,
perhaps several times on the way to a degree. For community colleges, this is not a new phe-
nomenon; since their founding one hundred years ago, transfer has been one of their major mis-
sions. A great deal of their credibility as institutions depends upon the ability of their students
to transfer courses, and advising students is a difficult challenge when receiving institutions have
no commonality in graduation requirements. Whenever a receiving institution does not accept
transfer credit, students lose precious time and money. For public institutions, these transition
problems damage the reputation of the community college and invite legislators to make deci-
sions best left to educators.

Robert Shoenberg makes a case that the credit hour is no longer adequate to serve as academ-
ic currency as students transport evidence of learning between institutions. He calls for system-
wide agreements about the intended outcomes of the general education program. Although the
credit hour has at least served the purpose of permitting students to transfer, it has never been
an assurance that students have received the same level of course instruction even within one
institution. And, of course, academic discussions and transfer agreements have been based upon
coverage of material rather than evidence of learning. .

Pioneering work is being done in a few consortia of institutions to identify what a college
education should mean, and what knowledge and skills that graduates should have. Faculty

members in these institutions are moving beyond parochial interests in order to improve the
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learning experience for students and to assure the quality of the degree. Of course, even in the
most progressive institutions, there is resistance and complacency to these changes. However, as
Shoenberg points out, academia is being pushed by students, parents, state legislatures, and
accrediting associations to develop meaningful assessment of learning.

It is time for the higher education community in the United States to engage seriously in a
dialogue focused on curricular coherence and student transfer in this environment of increasing
student mobility and continued attention to institutional accountability. That dialogue should
reach across the traditional boundaries to include higher education practitioners and scholars and
those in community colleges as well as their four-year colleagues. I commend the work of the
Association of American Colleges and Universities in calling for a focus on these significant issues

through this publication, and I hope for a response from a united higher education community.

George R. Boggs
President, American Association of Community Colleges

January 2001
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T IS AN EDUCATED PERSON? WHAT SHOULD EDUCATED PEOPLE KNOW and be
able to do when they graduate from college? Over the last twenty years, these dis-
tinctively American questions have been addressed in the context of “general edu-

cation reviews~ by virtually every college and university faculty in the United States. And while
every campus has its own unique history and mission, there has begun to emerge a discernible
national consensus about what really matters in college learning. There is growing agreement
that educated people, whatever their choice of major, need grounding in the broad domains of
knowledge—sciences, social sciences, arts and humanities—and should also possess:
* anumber of core proficiencies, in areas such as writing, quantitative reasoning,
logical analysis, and the use of computers;
* the ability to search out, evaluate, and integrate knowledge from many sources and
contexts;
* historical and contemporary knowledge of their own and other cultures, the nature
of global interdependence, and the societal influences of technological change;
* ethical judgment, grounded values, and a well-developed sense of responsibility;
* and a demonstrated capacity to turn knowledge into good practice (in the work

place, the civic arena, and private life).*

Ironically, however, even as individual campuses have clarified the purposes of their general
education programs, higher education has seen a tremendous rise in student mobility. Today,
the typical American student is one who attends two, three, or even more campuses, pursuing a
degree over an extended and interrupted period of time.

Thus, even as individual colleges and universities work to make their own general education
programs more coherent, fewer and fewer students proceed through those programs according
to plan. Rather, they take courses here and there, cobbling together bits and pieces of more than
one curriculum. As students frequently tell us, their general education programs add up not to
an intellectual framework but, rather, to an assortment of fragments, to be assembled up and
then left behind as quickly as possible.

How do we close the gap between the purpose of general education programs and the absence

of purpose that students often experience when they take general education courses? That ques-
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tion is the focus of this publication.

AAC&U is currently engaged in a major initiative to articulate and promote “Greater
Expectations” for student learning. Drawing from the educational goals and innovative curricu-
lar models developed at twenty-two “leadership institutions” (including both two-year and four-
year schools, selected through a competitive national search), this project will identify and pub-
licize practices that effectively lead to the sorts of high school and college outcomes that the
21st century demands.

One part of this initiative, Building Greater Expectations for General Education and Student
Transfer, addresses precisely the challenges described in these pages. Funded by the U.S.
Department of Education’s Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education, this project
follows up on pioneering efforts in several states to clarify and coordinate inter-institutional
general education goals and practices. The next step will be to assist many more states in creat-
ing general education programs that ensure both ease of transfer and intellectual coherence.

This project, I should add, will #or attempt to develop common course content in general
education—our goals can and should be achieved through many different kinds of content. But
AAC&U does believe that we need new efforts—connecting both two- and four-year campus-
es—to focus on what students are actually expected to do in courses meant to achieve general
education outcomes. Wed like to ask, for example, what levels of accomplishment should be
attempted and achieved by our students? What kinds of assessments reinforce rather than trivi-
alize students’ achievements? How might we help our highly mobile student populations to
experience a coherent and purposeful course of study?

We hope you will use General Education in an Age of Student Mobility to stimulate discussion
of these and other important questions about systemic change in general education. As a society,
we have long debated our aspirations for student learning. It’s time now to focus on creating
shared practices, across different kinds of campuses, in order to meet our students’ needs and to

honor our own educational principles.

Carol Geary Schneider

President, Association of American Colleges and Universities

January 2001

*To explore the details of this emerging consensus, to read campus documents that reflect it, and to see many

more resources on general and liberal education, please visit AACSGU's Knowledge Network (www.aacu-

edu.org).
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“WHY DO | HAVE TO TAKE THIS COURSE?”
or CREDIT HOURS, TRANSFER, AND

CURRJICU]LAR COHERENCE

Robert Shoenberg, Senior Fellow, AACeU

T WAS THE FASHION AMONG NOVELISTS IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY to give their books

two titles: one catchy and allusive to pique interest, the other more prosaic and explanatory.

I've chosen this style of titling because what I want this article to be about—helping stu-
dents make sense of their college education—and the place to which my chain of reasoning
keeps pulling me—bureaucratic arrangements for determining degree completion—seem miles
apart. Thus, I need two titles.

AAC&U has been working for the past two years with state higher education systems in
Georgia and Utah, which are struggling to find cogent and persuasive answers to students’
perennial question about general education requirements: “Why do I have to take this course?”
But they know they cannot answer the question for students until they can answer it for them-
selves, until they can agree on a cogent definition of their own curricular intentions. And this is
no mean feat, given the structural and bureaucratic realities at hand. Not only must the colleges
and universities involved answer to the fiscal and political concerns of state legislatures, respect
faculty autonomy, cope with limited tools for assessment, and make sense of a crazy-quilt of stu-
dent attendance patterns, but they must also arrive at inter-institutional agreements about the
purposes of their requirements.

For state systems, the phenomenon of student mobility creates a particularly complicated set
of problems. All concerned want, insofar as possible, to make movement within these systems
easy and to allow it to be accomplished without loss of credit. The formal mechanisms for creat-
ing this “seamlessness” are sets of common core courses and agreements about transfer of credit.
But in their zeal to effect ease of transfer, the designers of these agreements often fail to take into
account either the variety of ends to which core courses might be taught or the coherence of the
general education program or major to which those courses apply. Thus, they tacitly encourage
students to mix and match unrelated courses, leading them to see these requirements as so many

bureaucratic hurdles to be jumped, not as parts of a purposeful and coherent curriculum.



THE CREDIT CHASE
Why is it so difficult to define, with intellectual clarity, the meaning of an undergraduare
education and the interconnections of its parts? Why do we have such trouble answering stu-
dents when they pose the entirely legitimate question, “Why do I have to take this course?”
Our problem can be traced, I believe, to what may seem a rather distant source: the creation
of the credit hour as the standard unit of academic currency. Created early in the twentieth

century, the credit hour was designed to bring integrity to a higher education system

The convenience then rife with diploma mills. The requirement that students complete a specified

of the credit hour

number of credir hours worth of courses would assure anyone concerned that holders

of a degree had done genuine intellectual work to earn it. Over the years, all kinds of

as common voluntary accrediting associations and administrative structures, strengthened by state

currency

and federal legislation, have been created to certify that, among other things, colleges

and universities meet these basic requirements for the awarding of a bachelor’s, associ-

has driven out ate’s, or other degree.

the better

As long as only a small percentage of an age cohort went on to college and stayed at

the same institution for four years, the credit hour continued to serve only its original

but fézr 16’55 fiﬂ’lglbk purpose. However, following World War 11, as the number and variety of institutions

currency of

increased and students became more mobile, we discovered a new use for credits. They

now began to serve as a highly effective medium of exchange among institutions.

intellectual PUrpose  suudents could accumulate them like so many dollars in their bank accounts, and they
and currvicular could transfer them from one institution to another. To be sure, this currency came in
many different types and denominations: semester, quarter, and course credits; upper
coberence.

division and lower division; general education and the major.... But we have been

clever and increasingly well-organized in managing the rates of exchange, so that by
now we can pretty well exchange credits at College A for those at Coliege B as effectively as we
exchange pounds for dollars.

However, the convenience of the credit hour as common currency has driven out the better
but far less fungible currency of intellectual purpose and curricular coherence. How easy it is to
define a baccalaureate degree as 120 credit hours (the modal requirement) divided in specified
ways, also stated in terms of credit hours; and how easy to plug each course into a formula link-

ing class hours (or laboratory hours, or hours in an internship or practicum) to units of credit.



But what do those hours mean in terms of the educational intentions of the courses and the
connections among them? Do they cohere in the minds of individual professors and students?

When added together, do they comprise a meaningful whole?

THE DEMAND FOR EFFICIENCY

As student transfer among colleges and universities has increased to the point where the
majority of students receive bachelor’s degrees from an institution other than the one at which
they began study, demands have grown ever more vocal for efficiency in the transfer of credits.
Neither students nor state legislatures want to pay twice for the same course. And many schools,
anxious to increase their enrollments, also seek to oblige students as fully as possible.

The result has been transfer agreements between institutions and across state systems that
spell out in some detail what kinds of courses will transfer in satisfaction of which requirements.
Sometimes a general education transfer package is specified by legislation, as in Florida and
Ohio, or by direction of the state higher education coordinating system, as in Texas and New
York. In many other states, including the two in our project, the higher education authority has
brokered transfer agreements by assembling groups of faculty to reach, under some pressure, a
system-wide articulation agreement.

However, none of these transfer agreements addresses in any meaningful way the purposes of
the general education curriculum, much less the purposes of a baccalaureate degree. Uniformly
they assume a general education program consisting of a loose distribution requirement plus
competence in writing, mathematics, and, increasingly, computer use. They give some defini-
tion of the content of courses that meet the requirements, but they offer few details as to the
goals to be reached through study of that content. As far as these transfer agreements are con-
cerned, all social science or science or humanities courses are created equal. Never mind that the
introductory Political Science course at one institution addresses a different set of purposes than
the introductory course at another—they are identical in the eyes of the transfer agreement.
Never mind that some schools offer a rigorous and integrated general education program while
others do not. Any collection of courses from whatever source, no matter how lacking in coher-
ence, must be accepted for transfer if they are in the same subject matter domains.

Florida, for example, has by legislative requirement developed a common course numbering
system across its public institutions, specifying that all courses with the same number are entirely

interchangeable. A statewide committee determines the credit hour equivalencies, bur their
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oversight does not extend to the purposes of each course, nor to measuring student achieve-
ment. Any survey of, say, American History to 1865 is equivalent to any other, no matter that
one course drills students on names and dates, while another raises complex questions about the
nature of historical inquiry.

The result of these kinds of credit-driven transfer regulations is a lowest-common-denomina-
tor general education program, based invariably on loose distribution requirements. And since
unique courses of study only serve to make transfer difficult for students, schools have an incen-
tive not to make their own general education offerings too adventurous or challenging.

These practical restrictions are equally frustrating to two- and four-year institutions. The
community colleges, which must prepare students planning to transfer to any of several bac-
calaureate institutions, can ill afford to create general education programs with distinct charac-
ter. The four-year colleges have somewhat more leeway in designing programs for their native
students, but they cannot hold transfer students to those requirements. And when a majority of
their graduates turn out to have transferred their general education credits from institutions
with quite different goals, what can the four-year institutions (even those with carefully struc-

tured general education programs) say about the integrity of their degrees?

A NEED FOR SYSTEMIC REFORM

The demands for transfer efficiency not only push general education programs to the lowest
common denominator but they also tend to conflict with demands for educational accountabili-
ty. Since colleges and universities require a heavy investment by students and taxpayers, they are
expected to demonstrate effectiveness in achieving the outcomes they promise. In other words,
each school must show that its students are meeting its educational goals. But how does an
institution measure results against goals if it has no clear educational goals and, indeed, is de
facto discouraged from defining them (at least for general education) too precisely, lest they get
in the way of efficient transfer?

The solution is to stop treating this as a problem for the individual institution. The only way
to reconcile the demands for efficiency and accountability is to come to inter-institutional or,
better yet, system-wide agreement about the intended outcomes of the general education pro-
gram, and then to link those outcomes closely to the transfer agreement. Accountable to a clear,
coherent, and common set of purposes, individual schools might then invest in local curricular

reforms without having to worry about ease of transfer.
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However, no states have as yet built these sorts of curricular outcomes into their transfer
guidelines, even where agreements have been negotiated among academics rather than imposed
by legislators. Thus, the recent and ongoing work of the state systems in Georgia and Utah

y leg g Yy

promises to set an important precedent and serves to illustrate the challenges at hand.

LINKING ASSESSMENTS TO SHARED GOALS

During the 1998-99 academic year, faculty from these states’ public two- and four-year insti-
tutions began working with AAC&U (supported by a grant from the U.S. Department of
Education’s Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education) to develop new system-
wide goals for general education, to gain broad faculty and student understanding of them, and
to come up with ways to assess them.

Each state already had an existing set of general education requirements, based on the stan-
dard English/Math/Distribution model (though Georgia’s newly-minted plan is rather more
detailed and includes a strong, statewide, faculty-dominated administrative and policy struc-
ture). Neither set of requirements, however, included a clear statement of goals for the program.
They simply set forth the subject matter areas to be covered and the number of credit hours to
be completed in each area, giving no rationale for those requirements. Thus, a student might
ask, “Why do I have to take this course?” and a faculty member would be at a loss to give an
answer other than, “Because it’s required.”

The work going on in Georgia and Utah has to be characterized as rationalization after the
fact. The requirements already having been established, faculty in these states have to decide
what they meant—or more properly want to mean—by them in terms of students’ ability to
know, do, and understand. Both state systems are driven to this task by firm mandates to assess
outcomes, and by the awareness that they cannot do this without knowing what outcomes they
want to achieve.

With such an arrangement in place, the faculties in Georgia and Utah certainly have their
work cut out for them. Consider, for example, the ubiquitous requirement that students com-
plete a college-level mathematics course. Students whose major fields of study require regular use
of mathematical skills will seldom question this requirement, but the many who expect never to
use anything more than simple arithmetic and geometry frequently wonder why they must take
such a course. Leaving aside the vexed question of what constitutes “college-level math,” one

might argue that “Educated people should be numerate as well as literate.” Well, why? And, more
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trenchantly, what mathematical knowledge makes a person “numerate?” Is it a higher level of
mathematical skill than might normally be expected of high school graduates? Is it a greater or
different kind of facility with arithmetic and basic algebra? Is it probability and statistics?
Mathematical modeling? And how do we increase the likelihood that students will continue to
use their new skills, so that they don't forget what they learned as soon as the course is over?
Adapting recommendations from the Quantitative Literacy Subcommittee of the
Mathematical Association of America, Utah faculty agreed on a short list of skills that define a
“quantitatively literate college graduate.” Rather than focusing on the prerequisites for advanced
math classes, they reasoned that all educated people, math majors included, ought to be able to
interpret and manipulate the sorts of mathematical information that support arguments in a

range of fields. For example, graduates should be able to:

1. Interpret mathematical models such as formulas, graphs, tables, and

schematics, and draw inferences from them.
2. Represent mathematical information symbolically, visually, numerically, and verbally.
3. Use arithmetic, algebraic, geometric, and statistical methods to solve problems.

4. Estimate and check answers to mathematical problems in order to determine

reasonableness, identify alternatives, and select optimal results.
5. And recognize that all mathematical and statistical methods have limitations.

Such a list offers guidance in deciding which approach to course content is best suited to a
general education course, as well as providing a strong connection between the outcomes of the
particular course and the larger purposes of the curriculum. Further, it gives faculty members

some basis upon which to answer the question, “Why do I have to take this course?”

BUILDING FACULTY SUPPORT

Of course, the difficulty lies in encouraging all of the system’s faculty members, at all differ-
ent kinds of institutions, to teach to the purposes of the requirement. The lever most likely to
shift this heavy weight is assessment, which asks students to demonstrate the requisite compe-
tence, and which promises institutional embarrassment if faculty do not teach to the agreed-
upon goals. But the fulecrum on which the lever is to be mounted is not yet in place; institu-

tional commitments to assessments of student competency are not yet firm. Nor, for that mat-
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ter, is the lever itself—the existing collection of assessment strategies—strong enough to lift the
weight of custom.

Certainly, some institutions and a few states require students at the mid-point of their bac-
calaureate programs to pass tests demonstrating general skills and knowledge. Both the ETS and
ACT have developed such examinations, and they are used with some frequency either to test
individual students or to assess the institution’s effectiveness in general education. These tests are
responsibly developed, but they are, of necessity, geared to the lowest common denominator in
order to maximize the number of institutions that can use them. In many situations in which
they are used, the examinations do not follow closely what is actually taught, how it is taught,
and the testing methods with which students are familiar. Thus, the value of test results as an
indicator of the institution’s success in helping students meet the institutional goals—assuming
that it has clear goals aligned to the standardized examination—is highly questionable.

Until outcomes assessment is developed to the point where it seems credible to the majority
of faculty, we appear to be stuck with our credit hour addiction. Academia is, however, being
pushed to break the habit from a variety of quarters: state legislatures and student and parent
constituencies that want to see concrete improvements; re-entry students who come back to
school to be certified for specific competencies; professional accrediting associations that are
beginning to lean toward outcomes-based accreditation (a notable example is the set of “ABET
2000” standards of the Accrediting Board for Engineering and Technology.); and regional
accreditors who are slowly but surely pushing their members in the same direction.

All these forces are at work in Georgia and Utah, leading state systems there to clarify their
goals in the manner of the mathematics objectives cited above. As the experience in those states
has suggested, reaching this kind of clarity is not as impossible as it looks. Cross-institutional
and cross-disciplinary groups of faculty, assembled at the state level, can fairly readily arrive at a
mutually agreeable statement of the general intentions that implicitly underlie basic skills and
distribution requirements. But these groups are generally made up of faculty members who
accept the importance of such understandings. Gaining their acceprance by the faculty back
home is another matter. A comparative handful of willing faculty can accomplish the task in the
abstract; turning those abstract understandings into concrete actions with real consequences for
faculty and students is another matter. ‘

Neither state group has yet gone through this process, and it will require a massive effort

both logistically and politically, even in a state with as few higher education institutions as
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